
Economic Outlook

C ontinued growth is expected throughout the forecast period, with unemployment rates
remaining low. However, inflation is beginning to rise in the U.S. and California, and the

Federal Reserve has raised the interest rate several times. The forecast does not incorporate
impacts from the federal tax bill passed at the end of 2017. Individuals and businesses may
change their behavior in response to new federal tax incentives, which may affect the economy
in many ways. The impacts will be assessed in the May Revision.

Besides the risks of a stock market correction, geopolitical events or an eventual recession
remain the highest risks to California’s economy.

The Nation—Continued Growth

The forecast assumes continued moderate economic growth over the next few years. In 2016,
real GDP grew by 1.5 percent, as increases in consumption were offset by weak business
investment. Business investment is expected to recover and consumption growth is expected
to continue. (See Figure ECO-01 for details.)

The U.S. unemployment rate dipped to 4.1 percent in November 2017, the lowest since
December 2000. Low unemployment is leading to higher wage growth. Meanwhile, jobs
continued to be added at a slower pace, as both the U.S. and California have fewer people
looking for work. U.S. inflation was 1.3 percent in 2016 and is expected to exceed 2 percent in
2017 as housing and energy costs rise. After the interest rate hike in December, the Federal
Reserve is expected to continue to increase interest rates until the benchmark rate reaches
3.2 percent in 2021. See Figure ECO-02 for highlights of the national and California forecasts.
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California—Slowing Growth

California’s unemployment rate fell to 4.7 percent in May and June of 2017, matching the
all-time low unemployment in November 2000. The unemployment rate then rose to around
5 percent and is expected to remain near that level throughout the forecast (Figure ECO-03).
Job growth is slowing, with an average of 21,000 non-farm payroll jobs added each month in
the first three quarters of 2017 after 2016 monthly gains of around 30,000 jobs. From 2011
through 2016, the service sector accounted for 88 percent of the 2.2 million jobs added. From
2017 to 2021, that growth will slow, and construction jobs within the goods-producing sector
will contribute almost 30 percent of the 1.2 million jobs added. Labor force growth was only
0.5 percent in 2017, but growth is expected to rise back to the population growth rate of
0.8 percent after 2018.

Average wages are rising faster than inflation, although at a slower rate than has been seen in
previous episodes of low unemployment. This is due partially to retirements. As older,
higher-paid workers are replaced by workers earlier in their careers, total wages and average
wages will grow slower than the wages of each individual worker. Total personal income will
also grow more slowly, since pension income is excluded from the economic personal income
calculation. (The exception is Social Security income that appears in transfer payments.)
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Overall personal income growth should rise to above 5 percent in 2018 before subsiding to
around 4 percent. As discussed in the Revenue Estimates Chapter, there will be increasing
divergence between taxable personal income and the economic series for personal income.

Consumer inflation has averaged 1.9 percent in California and 1.6 percent in the nation since
2010, as measured by the Consumer Price Index. Inflation began to pick up in 2016 due to
increasing housing costs, medical costs, and energy prices. Consumer inflation is expected to
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remain higher in California than the nation, with overall California inflation expected to average
3 percent in 2017 and 2018, and 2.9 afterwards.

Statewide housing permits averaged 109,000 in the first three quarters of 2017. However,
housing permits issued by local authorities are expected to remain well below levels needed to
account for population growth throughout the forecast period. This contributes to faster
inflation in the state. The statewide median sales price of an existing single-family home was
around $550,000 in the third quarter of 2017. While still below the high of almost $600,000 in
the second quarter of 2007, California’s prices are more than double the national median price of
around $250,000.

As can be seen in Figure ECO-04, median home prices in California have been rising faster than
median household income. As discussed in the Demographic Information Chapter, this is
leading to more crowded conditions, especially in areas where jobs are being added. The
housing constraints are assumed to lead to the slower job growth in the forecast.
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Risks and Challenges for a Changing Economy

The main risks to the California economic outlook are a stock market correction, an eventual
recession in the U.S., or geopolitical risks that affect U.S. growth.

This forecast assumed no large changes to federal taxes, but the S&P 500 had begun to rise on
the expectation of lower corporate taxes (see Figure ECO-05). This has continued since the
passage of the tax bill in December 2017. However, continued stock price growth would need
to be supported by underlying growth in the economy. Valuations of companies are relatively
high compared with historical benchmarks. In the 2007-2009 economic downturn, the S&P 500
index decreased by more than half. An adjustment in the expectations of investors regarding
future growth could be sudden. This would likely affect investment and hiring decisions at
California companies, even in the absence of a recession.

The risk of a U.S. recession also remains. More than eight years after the end of the last
recession, both the U.S. and California are at unemployment levels only seen near the end of an
expansion. While the recovery was much slower than in previous expansions, there appears to
be a limited amount of time that growth can be sustained. To keep growth on its current path,
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businesses would have to slow their hiring and wage increases in tandem with slowing
consumer demand. Otherwise, inflation will rise further, and imbalances that trigger a
recession would result.

Geopolitical events such as wars in the Middle East, conflicts in Asia, or other incidents could
also reduce U.S. growth or cause a recession. As with the rest of the U.S., the late 1980’s
trade policies in favor of a more integrated world market enabled many California companies to
take advantage of the more favorable world market access conditions by either selling their
products to new foreign market destinations, or by engaging in world supply chains which
enabled them to increase productivity and decrease production costs. As a result, California and
U.S. ratio of exports and imports of goods to GDP increased to 22 percent and 20 percent in
2016, respectively. Disruptions to trade would hit California particularly hard.
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